INTRODUCTION
Because of its composition, soybean may play a useful role in diets proposed for the prevention or treatment of cardiovascular diseases. Several studies have evaluated the effect of soybean protein on blood cholesterol levels in man and in animals (Verrillo et al, 1985; Forsythe et al, 1986; Mercer et al, 1987) . The experimental conditions, however, were variable and no generally accepted explanation has yet been given for this effect. Certain authors have suggested that it was due to the lysine/arginine ratio (Kritchevsky et al, 1982) , or the presence of other amino acids (Katan et al, 1982) , while others have proposed that the fiber (Sharma, 1987) or saponin (Oakenfull et al, 1984) contents, the presence of lecithin (Jenkins et al, 1983) , the polyunsaturated/ mono-unsaturated fatty acid ratio (Dunn and Liebman, 1986) , or the level of phytosterols (Pollak and Kritchevsky, 1981) or trace elements (Samman and Roberts, 1984) were involved.
Increasing the dietary intake of soybean gives rise to certain problems due to its unpleasant organoleptic qualities and the presence of antinutritional substances (Bau, 1987) .
Some of these problems may be solved by germination or heating processes, which improve the taste, odor and nutritional qualities of seeds (Chen et al, 1975; Bau and Debry, 1979; Hofsten, 1979 
MATERIALS AND METHODS

Protocol
Twenty-one-day-old male Wistar rats weighing 50-55 g at the start of the study were placed in individual metabolism cages and fed the diets described below ad libitum for 42 d. The diets were identical in composition, except for the nature of the protein source (Osborne et al, 1919 ). 
Assays
In the diets Phytosterols were extracted from sample of the soybean meals used to prepared the test diets and assayed according to the method described by Smith et al (1987) . Trace elements were analyzed using the method of Clegg at al (1981) with slight modifications: ashing was performed with a nitric!erchloric acid (4/1) mixture instead of nitric acid alone, and an atomic absorption spectrophotometer (Perkin-Elmer, model 400) was used. The nitrogen and lipid contents were determined according to the AOAC (1980); ethanol-soluble carbohydrates were extracted with 80% alcohol and assayed using the anthrone method (Roe, 1955 Compared with a casein diet, a soybean diet may be hypocholesterolemic due to its dietary fiber content (Sharma, 1987) so that the decrease in fiber content during germination has a hypercholesterolemic effect.
In brief, prolonged germination modifies the levels of some of the parameters affecting plasma cholesterol levels. There was an increase in the Zn/Cu ratio (hypercholesterolemic effect), and phytosterol content (hypocholesterolemic effect) and a decrease in the fiber content (hypercholesterolemic effect).
However, as the plasma cholesterol level increased in our study using 10% protein diets, the influence of the Zn/Cu ratio and the decreased dietary fiber content were not overcome by the increased phytosterol content. This is not really unexpected since phytosterols have no hypocholesterolemic effect in rats on a cholesterol-free diet (Sugano et al, 1977 (Jenkins et al, 1983) with a soybean protein concentrate in 10% protein diets in rats, and with a soybean protein isolate in 20% protein diets in rats (Sugano et al, 1982) . Tsai et al (1987) (Satouchi and Matsushita, 1976; Gargouri et al, 1984; Wang and Huang, 1984; Lairon et al, 1985; Glenn and Chapman, 1987 
